permission to resettle in the United States and took a bus to a Bangkok holding camp, where they waited for the American authorities to find a U.S. sponsor. On the flight to the United States, he describes himself as a bewildered outsider, but also as someone with a drive to fit in to what seemed to him a beautiful new world.
In America, Kilong's hard life in Cambodia made him a competitive and driven student. From San Diego, he resettled in Portland, Oregon, where he attended high school. His drive to succeed and his deferential manner toward authority led his teachers to point him out to others as a model student. While some of the students showed prejudice against him, most either left him alone or were friendly. Kilong describes the particular friendship he developed with one of his classmates, and recounts how this friendship led him deeper into American culture.
One of the strongest vignettes in the American portion of the book comes when Kilong tells about his interview to enter Reed College and how his passion for George Orwell's Animal Farm won him acceptance. Ironically, Kilong had wanted to attend the University of Oregon or Oregon State University instead of this small, prestigious college. The degree from Reed led to graduate school at Bowling Green State University in Ohio, where Kilong earned a Master of Science degree.
Returning to Oregon, Kilong became a prominent businessman and an active member of the Cambodian community. He recounts, with particular pride, his becoming a Rotarian and a knighted member of the Royal Rosarians. Perhaps the most moving part of the last section of the book, though, are the passages in which Kilong tells about his return to Cambodia twenty years after his desperate flight. This is a very impressive work. In a few places, Kilong slips into flights of excessively high-flown prose, but for the most part his writing is direct, precise, and intense. He has a gift for recalling and describing compelling details, such as the coldness in the voice of a camp leader or the chirping of birds on a quiet morning after the Vietnamese invasion. He shows a sharp memory for his own thoughts and emotions in specific scenes, and when he evokes his past he enables readers to see things through his own eyes. Some of the events in Cambodia are disturbing, but many of those in America, where so many things are odd and misunderstood, come across as whimsically comic.
I would strongly recommend Golden Leaf to anyone interested in the Cambodian refugee experience, or, more broadly, to anyone interested in good autobiographical writing. This is a book that tells us a great deal about the Cambodian genocide. It also tells us much about America.
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